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Gender Identity
Introduction
Gender identity can be defined as an individual’s perception of themselves as male, female, or any other specification that is similar to their phenotypic sex or not (Roselli, 2019). The development of an individual’s gender identity is a complex process that occurs throughout one’s life and is influenced by various factors, including biological, social, psychological, and other influences. However, gender identity is mostly defined based on an individual’s sexual orientation, which in this case refers to their long-term preferences and habits regarding their “emotional, romantic and/or sexual attraction to men, women or both sexes” (Roselli, 2019). Nonetheless, traditional gender identities primarily divided people into either men or women based on their phenotypic sex, as well as the pre-established societal gender roles and characteristics for each of them (Morgenroth et al., 2020). As such, contemporary liberal viewpoints that allow individuals to identify as genders outside the two traditional ones have been met with societal resistance, with gender non-conforming individuals often mistreated by other society members (Collier et al., 2014). To eliminate such mistreatments, the current education framework provides an avenue through which the social acceptance of gender non-conforming individuals can be enhanced by making various changes to the curriculum to increase awareness of non-traditional gender identities. By acknowledging the existence of non-traditional gender identities, we can appreciate life experiences outside the limits of traditional binary gender identities.
Existence of Non-Traditional Gender Identities
Firstly, acknowledging the existence of non-traditional gender identities requires an understanding of how an individual develops their gender identity. Roselli (2019) outlines biological determinants that influence one’s gender identity, such as genetic, hormonal, and maternal factors. Roselli (2019) primarily focuses on gender identity based on the sexual orientation of an individual and concludes that an individual’s phenotypic sex does not necessarily have to match their sexual orientation. In simpler terms, for instance, having male genitalia does not guarantee that one’s sexual orientation will exhibit emotional and romantic attraction towards females (Collier et al., 2013). Contrastingly, the human brain, which determines one’s sexual orientation, is influenced by hormones, genetic factors, and maternal influences which result in different sexual orientation outcomes (Roselli, 2019). For instance, heterosexual individuals have certain brain regions that are larger compared to homosexual individuals, which could imply that these genetic, hormonal, and maternal influences have an impact on these brain regions (Roselli, 2019). Despite limited research, biological influences due to hormonal and genetic factors result in the existence of non-traditional sexual orientations, which correlates to the existence of non-traditional gender identities.
Social factors also significantly determine an individual’s gender identity. Traditional gender identities are based on a binary framework that divides gender into males or females depending on their physical, sexual characteristics (Keener, 2015). Furthermore, this binary system divides assigns certain roles and characteristics to each gender, and it is considered abnormal if an individual of a certain gender falls short of these characteristics or exhibits characteristics of the opposite gender (Keener, 2015). Traditional social categorizations of sexual orientation also perceive heterosexuality as the default orientation and others as simply variations of this orientation (Denton, 2016). As such, individuals who identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer (LGBTQ), or any other gender based on their sexual orientation, are often regarded as abnormal in society, which exposes them to judgments and mistreatments since their desires and rights are not validated (Morgenroth et al., 2020). This often has negative psychological outcomes for these gender non-conforming individuals, such as feelings of worthlessness and suicidal thoughts (Collier et al., 2013). Such detrimental outcomes can be minimized by raising societal awareness of the existence of non-traditional gender identities and the rights of non-gender-conforming individuals through education (Blackburn & Pennell, 2018).
Gender, Education and Curriculum
Education provides an appropriate channel through which we can acknowledge the existence of non-traditional gender identities. More specifically, the curriculum should embrace non-traditional portrayals of gender identities and roles in the literature that is used to teach students across various age groups (Blackburn & Pennell, 2018). Furthermore, learners should be taught about how to normalize conversations regarding non-traditional gender identities and roles. This is because the average learner has limited prospects of adequately learning about non-traditional gender identities through interacting with individuals who do not conform to the traditional gender divisions (Blackburn & Pennell, 2018). As such, they deserve to be taught about non-traditional genders and sexual orientations as part of the multidisciplinary approach that involves learning about different cultures and political frameworks that exist in society (Blackburn & Pennell, 2018). Moreover, institutions should provide non-biased platforms for discussions regarding different genders not only between teachers and students but also among students themselves. Similarly, discriminatory behavior towards individuals with a certain gender or sexual orientation should not be tolerated. This will enable individuals who identify as LGBTQ+ to feel accepted in their institutions and therefore serve as the first step in enhancing societal acceptance of non-traditional gender roles (Blackburn & Pennell, 2018).
However, in educating individuals about the existence of non-traditional gender identities, the curriculum should allow learners to challenge certain ideologies to fully expand their acceptance of experiences outside societal conceptions of traditional binary gender identities (Blackburn & Pennell, 2018). For starters, learners should be taught to question the presumption that one’s gender is determined at birth and cannot be changed (Blackburn & Pennell, 2018). Furthermore, they should question the idea that heterosexual individuals have to be attracted to a specific gender only (Blackburn & Pennell, 2018). Similarly, it is important to question the existing gender roles and whether they are beneficial (Keener, 2015). Ultimately, we have to acknowledge that what we currently know about gender is insufficient to conclude that there may be a host of other gender identities whose existence we do not even know yet. Challenging these conceptions will eliminate the belief that heterosexuality is the only normal orientation, which will enable us to freely express and experience our desires without being concerned about the societal judgments that we may face if we cross the boundaries of the traditional gender identities (Blackburn & Pennell, 2018).
Reflection and Evaluation of my Own Acquisition of Knowledge and Skills of the Topic on Gender Identity
Based on the knowledge that I have acquired regarding gender identities, I think that acknowledging the existence of non-traditional gender identities will enable us to appreciate life experiences outside the traditional gender identities. More specifically, accepting that gender identity is more complex than being male or female will expand our acceptance of what is considered normal in our lives (Keener, 2015). Traditional societal conceptions essentially perceive male and female as the normal genders, which automatically designates any other gender as atypical. As such, individuals who do not possess the societal “masculine” or “feminine” traits often perceive themselves as atypical, which often leads them to question the validity of their sexual orientation, their experiences regarding gender-based preferences, and their life in general (Morgenroth et al., 2020). This creates a dynamic where individuals force themselves to conform to the societal gender definitions and roles to be accepted in the community. In this sense, they sacrifice the legitimacy of their experiences to stay within the constraints of societal gender identities.
As such, I think that it is essential to normalize questioning the traditional gender identities and roles to validate our life experiences that do not seem normal according to these aspects (Blackburn & Pennell, 2018). This will enable us to realize that having certain characteristics that are traditionally attached to a different gender from our physical sex does not imply that we are atypical (Blackburn & Pennell, 2018). Similarly, it will allow us to explore activities that are typically not “normal” for a certain gender. Moreover, we can freely accept individuals who do not abide by societal gender roles and identities. Subsequently, we can freely decide to act or make choices simply because we think that they will be in our best interests and not because these choices abide by the societal gender roles and gender identity requirements. This is the true essence of the freedom in appreciating our life experiences as they are and not as they are defined by society.
Conclusion
Consequently, gender identities are predominantly determined by an individual’s sexual orientation, which can be congruent with their physical sex or not, apart from biological factors that determine an individual’s sexual orientation and gender identity. As a result, the traditional binary framework of gender identity is also important in determining one’s gender as well as certain characteristics and roles that are considered normal. This binary framework identifies gender non-conforming individuals such as those from the LGBTQ community as atypical, thereby exposing these individuals to societal prejudice which leads to negative outcomes such as suicidal thoughts. As such, the traditional binary framework forces most individuals to sacrifice their liberties and question the validity of their experiences if they cross the boundaries of traditional gender identities and gender roles. To eliminate such occurrences, we can utilize education systems to increase awareness about the existence of non-traditional gender identities, as well as challenge the existing ideologies about gender identities. This will provide us with the understanding that gender is not definite, which implies that gender roles and gender-specific characteristics only serve to limit our experiences. As such, we can freely express ourselves in making decisions that do not conform to the traditional gender identities and roles. By doing this, we shall acknowledge the existence of non-traditional gender identities and thereby freely appreciate life experiences outside the limits of traditional binary gender identities.
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